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ABSTRACT 

n T^s paper presents a structaral-^developmental^ mddel 

ot social cognition and discusses the implications of this approach 
for social intervention research. This model of social development 
concerned vlth social reasoning and judgment.. The basic assumption of 
this model of social cognitioir is that the structure, of social 
reasoning develops through an invariant sequence of ^ stages: (1) the 
"egocentric level, at vhich a child assumes that others feel or' act 
as he does in similar situations, (2) the ^'subjective level,** at 
vhich a child recognizes that others* thoughts, fe^elings, and 
intentions are distinct from his oiui,^ (3) the **sel'f*ref l^ctive - 
level,** in vKich the child becomes avare that- perspectives of self 
and others exist reciprocally, arid (ft) *^he ^"third person perspective . 
levels" at vhich a person, in a dyad,^ is avkre of each othe;c*s 
sul^jectivity. These levels of perspective -taking are considered 
necessary, but not «suf ficient for parallel stages of interpersonal 
reasoning. Ifxamples/of this relationship, b^ed on childhood 
friendship conce£>ts^' are provided. A hierarchical model of social 
cognition as it relates to interpersonal and moral stage theories is 
developed. Implications for social cognition intervention programs," 
derived from a study comparing th^ cognitive development, ^ 
perspective-taking, and interpersonal ^ and moral reasoning Qf 24 boys 
betveen the ages of 7 and 12 f^om £;pecial classes vith that of a 
matched normal group of bevs vere discussed. . (BBT) 
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Part 1; Basic assumptlozis in 3ocial*cognltlve research ' * ^ ^ 

Although the study of social cognition is relatively new to the. field of 
developmental research^ it has already begun to hstve an Impact on the thinking ^ 
of educators and interventionists. is ^ impression that such interest has 
generated some misunderstandings of the claims for intervention and education - * 
that can be made from a structural^developmental Approach. Proponents, psy- 
chologists and educators alike, interpret the evidence for invariant stage 
sequences in social development as a cal^. for the ingaediate elevation of all 
humanity to the next higher stage. Opponents 'point to psychological phenomena 
tjo lAidi *the developinestal^ approaches lio not directly' speaks end because the 
structural or cognl'tive-^developmental model does not explain everything, they 
assume it really cannot explain anything. * 

It is my intention in this introductory statement to present a model of 
social cognition which might help to clarify what the structural^developmental 
approach does imply for social intervention research and application, and what 
it does not. 

The structural-developmental approach to social development is concerned , 
with social reasoning and judgment; with how children reason about social 
phenomena, not just what* they reason. ^ The how of social reasoning is called 
structure , what' is reasoned about^- content^^thus^ the term structural-developmental 
stresses the.how^ l.e.« stresses the developing ^prdcess of reasoning.' 

The basic assumption of this approach is that the structure of social 4 
reasoning deveTlops through an invariant sequence of sstages; .each stage Is 
qualitatively distinct from the previous stage^ but hierarchically related to * 
the prior stage insof ax^ as it is based upon the reorganization of the ideas or 
concepts of prior stage into more adequate and inclusive concepts and ideas. 
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In addition^ this approach Is Interested in the developmental relat£ond among 
varlotis domains of reasoning; reasoning about loglco^mathematlcal experiences^ 
about ti>e experience of the physical^ world* as veil as about the experience of 
the social domain. Research In each of these areas has generated stage descrlp- 
tlons and It Is assumed that there are structural similarities across each of r 
the developmental stag^'es^among the domains. By I'structural similarity" I simply 
mean that certain patterns of thinking appear to be comoion across the disparate 
"jcontent'* areas. 

This assumption generates a basic developmental question. If a child Is 

' 0' 

functioning at a certain stage la one domain^ what can this tell us about his 
stage of reasoning In the next? Does stage theory imply strict uniformity of 
thougl^t about all reality at a given point in development? Of course not. A 
child's stage performance at any given tiote is as much a function of vhat he is 
reasoning about (the content) as of his general cognitive capability. Conceptually^ 

* y . . 

however^ there do appear to be sioillarities in stages across various domains. 

Given some recent empirical evidence of structural relations across social 
and physical cognitive stages^ a controversy rages as to whether one can reduce 

r 

Social to loglco-physlcal thinking. Although there are basic similarities there 

are also basic distinctions between stages of physical an^ of social Cognition; 

* 

most saliently» the latter Involve the process of social perspective-takJlng. 
t - 

Humans as objects of thought have subjective perspectives » balls of clay and beakers 
of water do not. To cognize persons in social relations requires an understanding 
of the subjective characteristics of active interacting humans » a process of knowing 
much different from the knowing of the relatively passive* Impersonal world. 

In keeping with the structural-developmental approach^ our research has 
been focusefd on developmental levels in the chlld^s form of understanding of the 
relation of his perspective to the perspectliae of 'otKer> a process we call 
'Social perspective- taking; a process G. H. Mead claimed to be the core of 
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human Intelligence (1934)* Using both social games and social and moral 
. dilemmas t ve have developed procedures to observe or infer the developmental 
progress of this process* , Between early childhood and preadolescence^ we have - 
iden^^ied four such lev&ls (Seli&an & Byrne« 1974)* ( 

.At the egocentric level (0)* although the child can separate the atti- 
tudes or viewpoints of self and other (your like carrots » X don't) « he assumes 
unreflectiv^ly that in similar contexts » others will feel or act as he would in 
that situation* At level 1* the subjective level* there comes a clear recogni- 
tion that the self's perspective is Separate ,from other's and is tht|s unique; 
other's subjectivity^ his thoughts* feelings, and intentions^ are distinct from 
those of the self. At level 2« the *self-ref lective level* the child becomes 
aware that the perspectives of self ^and other are seen to exist in a state of 
reciprocal Influence * the child recognizes that his own subjective judgments 
are open to th& scrutiny and evaluation of others* and his coAception of other 
persons is reconstructed to fit the new realization that others can view the 
self as a subjects At level 3« the* third person perspective level* the pre- 
adolescent is able to hypo the tically step outside of the dyadic relation 
and becomes aware ^ from this third |»er$on view that persons can simultaneously 
be aware of each other*s subjectivity * of each other's mutuality. Oiglier 
levels niay occur in adolescence and adulthood* ^ ' 

Although we b$lieve^ the levels of social cognition we have described are 
real* it is also obvious that they are also formalistic in 
the sense that they lack psychological content* The very fact that it 
may be easy to Yecognize the Iqgic behind the claim of universality of the 
developmental sequence of social perspective taking levels also puts constraints 
on their implications for social psychological development* This is a very real 
problem^ particularly for intervention or clinical practice* If descriptions 
are too structural^ they present a universal but very skeletal description of 

5 ■ ' . 



social development, particularly of the Individual child. On the other hand. 

If stage descriptions are too broadly basecV oa content, they may paint: a rich pictured 

of sonie but not all children. Perspective taking levels are skeletal structure3\ _ 

\ 

t ■ L- ■ 

In search of some content to which they be applied. Conversely, the 

\ > ■ 

emergency of these levels is always in partNa function of the content to which 
they are applied. We always infer these levels\ylthin a social context; that 
context may be social problem solving, conuaunlcatlo^ skills^ interpersonal 
relations, moral reasoning, etc. In the real world th^se developing skllls' 

intersect with one another; for theoretical purposes howeyer it is useful t<f 

\ ■ * 

deplore the role of perspective taking in each area separatei'Jy and in relation ' 

\ 

to one another. And although we claim ^he order of emergence of the perspectlve- 
taking levels is invariant, it appears that the age of functional emerg^ce of 
a given .level will vary to a certain degree as a function of the context within " 
which it is applied or the mode of assessment. 

In our own work we have examined the role of perspective taking in two 

dotnalns^ moral reasoning (Selman & Damon, 1975; Selman, in press) and reasoning 

* * ■ ' *■ 

^bout various types of interp^Vsonal relationships, e.g., peer relations, 

parent-child r^lations^ group relations* etc' (Selman, 1975; Selman, in press). 

Our basic working hypothesis is that, logically or conceptually, each level 

of perspective-taking is necessary but not suffici&nt for each structurally 

parallel'stage of interpersonal or moral reasoning-. We believe that a stage of 

interpersonal or moral reasoning implies a specific level of perspective^taking 

but that a specific level of perspective* faking does not necessarily imply the 

Structurally parallel Interpersonal or moral stage. I.e., the child may have a 

perspective-taking level In one area but not see o,r seek to use Ifln another. 
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To exemplify and concretize this polnt» I v±ll draw upon saute evidence 

from our descriptive research into the development^ of stages of interpersonal 

1 

role relationships » ^in this case tlie structure op^^eveloping fr^^endshlp concepts.'' 
To study this area of social dey^opm^t la cli^ldhood and preado^escence we 
present children with comoLonp^ace and familiar ^terperscjpal dilemmas depicted 
on audio-visual fllmstrips of eight to ten. minutes duration. Each dlletmna is 

oriented toward Issues revolving around a particular role^relatlonshlp^- peei's^, 

* ' ^1 

siblings^ groups^ parent-childi etc* For exaiEple^ in one dilemma^ a young 
girl» Kathy^ has been a^lced by a new girl in towu^ Jeanette^ to go to the circus 
with her' the next afternoon. Vnforttmately this conflicts with a long standing 
date with, a longtime friend^ Debby^ to play in the^^rlc. To complicate matters 
fiebble^ the old friend^ does not like Jeanette^ the new girl. Fo|.lowlng the 
presentation of the dilemma^ we alsk. questions ^o which the chlld^^^ responding^ must 
apply hljs or her friendship concepts^ For example^ we are Interested c6ncep* 
tlons of hov friendships are formed^ hew they are mqintainedj and what factors 
cause the breajkup of friendships. We find that each level of perspective-talcing^ . 
as a structural process^ helps us to understand each of the. stages in the 
developing concepti^ons of Interpersona^role relationships. 

At level 1 perspective-taking^ although the chji^ld can constrft^ a picture 
of self and other -as unique subjects^ he doe$ not view the reciprocity of per^ 
sx)tt& as a/concem for each other's particular view. Eence» at stage 1 of Interper^ 
sonal concept^ he or she sees friendship predominantly from the perspective pf only 
bne of the parties^ not both, delations ^are based more on whether the actions 
of one party please the person vhose perspective' the child Is taking^ rather than 
focusing on the underlying Intentions. AQCotdlng to the child reasoning at 
Stage 1» If Kathy's act of going t^ the clrg^sj^lth Jeanette Is viewed with 
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displeasure by Debby, this is sufficient to en<^ the friendship. 
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At level 2 perspective-taking we noted an avareness of the reciprocity of 
subjective viewpoints * an awareness that other's perspective Is Inclusive of the 
^self^s. At stage Interpersonal relationships are still determined by the 
particular social events rather than the social act being based on tHe strength 
of the relationship. However, there Is now an awareness of the need to consider 
both party^s perspectives In a reciprocal tradeoff. If she cares about keeping 
Debbie *s friendship, Kathy has to weigh both how she will feel and how Debbie 
win feel. If either party Is unhappy with an event, the friendship Is ove?:v 
Fortitnately , friendships can be reconstituted at stage 2 as quickly as they are 
dissolved, friendships are specific to the inmiediate contest. 

The formal characteristics of level 3 perspective taking involve the 
ability to stand outside of the dyad and view it as a mutually Interacting sys^ 
tem. At stage 3 of interpersonal relation concepts, the relationship (friendship) 
determines the act and not. the reverse as at the. previous stage. Friendship 
l3 seen as based on mutuality or common Interest buUt up over time, not simply 
the reciprocity of the here and now as at stage 2. There is a shift from friend- 
ship aa ^operation for self Interest to collaboration for mutual interest. 
Our claim is that the third person perspective is a basic understandiiJ^ which 
underlies this particular restructuring df friendship concepts. 

Psychologically^ the claim that a given level of perspective talking (A) 
is nece3sary but not sufficient for a parallel Interpersonal stage (B) means 
that there can exist in reality only three of four theoretically possible rela- 
tloni^ between the two. At ^y given stage there can be subjects without the 
given level for either perspective taking or interpersonal reasoning (A'B);- 
There can be subjects with that structure for both perspective- taking and inter-* 
personal reasoning (A*B), or there can b^ subjects with the perspective-staking 
level but not the Interpersonal level (A*B) . But the model claims there can be 
no subject at a* given interpersonal stage who does not also have the parallel 
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9/^ perspective- taking level (A*B); hence logical implication. 
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It muat be stressed that logical implication Is not the same as psycho-* 

, \ 

Icglcal causation. A given level of perspective-staking does not cause an Inter^ 
personal stage^ but Is merely t>rerequlslte to It. In practice^ tfhls logically 
prerequisite perdrpectlve taking level may be only requisite^ Uiat Is^ It may 
develop synchronously as a function of the 3as^ conditions that stimulate 
development in Interpersonal reasoning. To reiterate » we are simply claiming 
a level of perspective taking Is logically a deep structure which underlies the more 
surface structiire of interpersonal or moral stages; It may develop before or 
with Interpersonal or moral reasoning but It cannot develop after« 

Part 2. A hierarciiical model of social Cognition 

This model can be expanded to consider the place of perspective-staking 

in relation on the one hand to logico -mathematical stages as described by 

P^aget» and on the other to soclo^oral stages as described'by Kohlberg^ Damon^ 

myself, and other researchers. Figure 1 ]j[resents a model of the hierarchical 

relation among these domains of social and physical cognition. Keeping in 

mind that this model represents a logical, not psychological^ hierarchy, there 

are two points which can be made. Firsts the terms structure and content as we 

deflSed them earlier In this paper are relative terms. Each ]perspective-taking 

■ « 
level is a content in relation to each of the general Plagetian stages^-but a 

structure in relation to Interpersonal and moral stages. Interpersonal and 
moral stages in turn the content of perspective-taking levels but the 
structures of more differentiated concepts at the third order of analysis. In 
other words, interpersonal and moral stages are more content based than 
perspective-iikaking ijhlch in turn is more content bound than general formalistic 
Plagetian logico-^mathem^tical stages. It is in this sense that''ve speak- ot ^ 
structures as being deep, or surface. Note that according to this model, whereasr 
both physical and Social cognition have basic logi co-mathematical structures, e.g., 
reciprocity, negation* invelrsion, etc., one domain is not reducible to the other. 



General loglco-nathematlcal stages of cognition 
(as defined by Piaget) 



•First Order 
of Analysis 



Physical Cognition 



Persons*! 



r 



Descriptive Social Reasoning 
Interpersonal Role-Relations 



Social- Cognition 
Asocial jperspMCtlvB-fj^^kLns level) 



^Second Order- 
of Analysis 



Prescriptive Judgments 
Cbnceptlons of Justice Relations 



Dyadic 
(e.g. peers) 



Group 
(e.g. gangs) 



Institutional 
(e.g. societal) 



parent/child peers authority/child ' 



^Thlrd Order 
of Analysis 



Figure 1. Relations among domains of physical and social cognition 
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In other words » this model Implies that the logical structures are not 
necessarily developed In one area (the physical) and applied to the other (the 
social). More likely Is that they^are developed Independently Iti each domain 
or that there Is Interplay In the development of the structures between domaiiis. 
While most researchers have found that logical structures first appear In the: 
physical and later In the social domain^ It Is conceivable that under certain 
circumstances » the opposite might obtain. Logical operations mlght^ppear to 
develop earlier when dealing with physical objects than with human subjects c 
becai2se of the greater practice with objects^ the less emotional arousal Involved 
In dealing with objects»or the greater consistency of the object world» not to 
mention the possibility of methodological artifacts. 'There may be less diffi* 
culty in the structuralization of the content of the physical domain« However^ 
certain caseS can be imagined in which the operation is df^veloped in social 
interactions earlier than in physical: e.g.» where emotional arousal is great 
in the physical domain (repeated learning failures in^school)^ in groups or 
cultures ^where social interaction is heavily stressed and there is little oppor* 
tunity for practice with physical objects » or in specific cases of deprivation or 
manipulation with regjftrd to the physical environment. 

There are two related sets of Implications of this model for intervention^ 
Implications which not only come from the theoretical model but also receive some 
support from a recently completed comparative study of logic^-physical» perspective- 
takings interpersonal » and moral reasoning in socially well adjusted and poorly 
adjusted preadolescents (Selman» in preparation). The poorly adjusted or clinic 
group in thje 3tudy was defined by referral to special classes for children with both 
learning and 'interpersonal difficulties but with no obvious or known organic 
difficulties. Twenty-four boys between the ages of 7 and 12 comprised this' 
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sample and they were compared to a relatively well functioning sample of peers 
O&atched for age. sex^ race^ I-^-j and S.E.S.) on a range, of social and logico-* 
physical reasoning ztteasures. 



normal group. Whereas the well adjusted group performed at roughly parallel stages 
the four domains « thje clinic group performed at increasingly lotfer levels as one 
progressed from the deeper structural concepts (logico^physical and perspective-* 



moral). In other words, using the model^that the clitHe ^rwp^in general, .had the 
cognitive (loglco-physical) performance, were slightly behind in their perspective 
taking capabilities in comparison to the matched group, but they were not applying 



these more basic capabilities in the domains of interpersonal and moral reasoning. 
For this kind of pcrpulation, the aim of intervention may be to raise the child^s 
interpezfsonal reasoning up to the level of his more basic cognitive and so^^ial-* 
cognitive functioning. 

Unfortunately, many proponents of the structural "developmental approach 
have interpreted this type of data, combined with the necessary but not suffi- 
cient model, as indicating that if a child does not give evidence of a pre- 



requisite level on the deeper structures (logico-mathematical or perspective- 
talcing) , intervention aiioed at the more surface structures of interpersonal or 
moral stage will be a waste of time* This misconclusion arises from the con- 
fusion of logical necessity and psychological causality. 




taking) to the more surface structure or content bound domains (interpetsonal and 
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Perspective-taking does not develop magically in a vacuum devoid of social 
experience. As we stressed previously| parallel levels of perspective-staking 
and Interpersonal reasoning can develop synchronously (A/B ^^ A'B, A'B). In fact> 
it is likely that through interpersonal and/or moral experj^enCes or' interventions 
(\diich by the way ^if^e not necessarily mutually exclusive) l^e development of the 
deeper structural domains of perspective-staking or logical thought is stimulated. 
Certainly this is an interesting "area open to research*. 

.Having said this» confidence that such intervention is worthwhile requires 
some assurance of a relation of developing' conceptions of social relationships 
to actual soqial relations. In the study reported abWe» we found that although^as a 
group ,thercl±nlcal population was functioning- at lower levels of Interpersonal and mora^ 
reasoning than their .peers» this was not true of every child -in this group. The 
data show that whereas the matched .sample of normal children did normally or 
better<fon the social cagnitive measures » disturbed children did everywhere from 
very pooily to very well", Some very interpersonally disturbed children dfd very 
well on all 0f our interpersonal and moral concept measures. 

However^ if^ a child was at an extremely low level. of interpersonal reason* 

[ing» chances were extremeily high that he would/>e a child in the clinic group. 
jOr> to paraphrase an old adage, a (sociaJH,y) fflse child can behaye like ^ 
fool/but a fool ^annot reason like a Jise child. Children with average or 
adequate lev^l of sbcial cognition for their age may act maturely or immaturely; we 
cannot reliably predict whicH/ However, children who do lag ::ar behind their peers 
in social cognitive stage also appear to have difficulty relating to peers. 
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The second implication, then, Is that average or adequate Interpersonal or 
social cognitive^ reasoning Is necessa*^ but; not sufficient for adequate Inter-. 

% / ■ 

personal relating. This does not .mean that low levels of Interpersonal conception 
cause poor social behavior, ^ut that they are closely associated to behavioral 
difficulties In a way^hat Is different from the relation of average or adequate 
social reasoning to social relations, l,e.> extremely low levels of reasoning, may i 
have a certain limiting effect on maturity of social behavior. Of course, this 
model also implies, in its strictest interpretation^ that by improving behavior 
one must also improve reasoning. 

In svm» the implications of these findings in conjuilctloa wilth tke model 
^isave intt fortK wre as f ollow3T ^ 1) It ^prtftal^lT -msIbt to: e^acatiwially - 
stimulate change in the. more content bound domains sudb. as Interpersonal or 
moral reasoning than In the relatively deeper -structyral^ domains of loglcal'and 

perspectlve*-taklng. Z) For normal. children who function adequately, social cognitive 

* • * , . • *- 

education may have the effect of . strengthening the jdeeper structures "perspective- 

* ^ 
taking) through stxmulatloor of a wide range of skills vhlch are based on this 

proceas and In so doing,^ prepare the groundwork' of general structural movement* 

to the next stage. However, for* children who lag behind in domains such as 

interpersonal or moral reasonings but who ha:\re adequate perspective-taking ' abilities 

intervention ma7.be construed as the application of perspective-taking to these' 

jDore applied skills. 3) Finally, even if ^cial-cognitive training is important^ 

it is not everyttiing; although it Is a critical step> raising the leveLof 

social cognation does not guaraixte/a concomitant change in behavior. For we know 

from 'Our research, that even wfa^en interpersonal reasoning |^ at age normative 

levels^ interpersonal relating may still^'be l^ature. Int^tyention research 

can help to clarify not only the* relations among social and cognitive domains, / 

but also ^etween reasoning and relating. . 
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